Effects of prenatal morphine and cocaine exposure on spinal sexual reflexes in male and female rats.
Previous studies demonstrated that in utero exposure to morphine or cocaine differentially alters adult sexual behaviors, which are dependent on circulating gonadal hormones in male and female rats. In the present study, the effects of in utero morphine and cocaine exposure on the urethrogenital reflex were examined. The urethrogenital reflex is thought to be a hormone-independent spinal sexual reflex in both males and females. This reflex is tonically inhibited by supraspinal neurons but can be consistently evoked by urethral stimulation in the spinally transected animals. Prenatal morphine or cocaine exposure did not remove the supraspinal inhibition of the urethrogenital reflex in spinally intact male or female rats. In spinally transected animals, the urethrogenital reflex was qualitatively similar in all groups. However, morphine-exposed males required a stronger stimulus to elicit the urethrogenital reflex but once elicited, the frequency of the urethrogenital reflex was significantly higher compared to either controls or cocaine-exposed males. In contrast, in female rats, neither prenatal morphine nor cocaine exposure had any effect on the urethrogenital reflex. Thus, the urethrogenital reflex appears to be differentially affected by prenatal exposure to morphine in males and females.